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FAST	  FORWARD	  TO	  THE	  END:	  Stories	  of	  The	  Cassette	  Magazine	  
	  
	  
Although	  they	  made	  up	  a	  significant	  share	  of	  the	  retail	  music	  market	  from	  the	  60s	  to	  
the	  90s,	  and	  were	  often	  used	  as	  promotional	  and	  marketing	  tools,	  cassettes	  became	  
re-­‐configured	  in	  the	  80s	  as	  an	  integral	  component	  of	  cassette	  magazines.	  Binding	  
sound,	  music,	  talk,	  text,	  visual	  art	  and	  design,	  they	  were	  a	  truly	  innovative	  
interdisciplinary	  form.	  
	  
This	  paper	  explores	  the	  history	  of	  these	  artefacts	  with	  particular	  emphasis	  on	  the	  
Brisbane	  underground	  music	  scene	  of	  the	  late	  70s	  and	  80s,	  and	  discusses	  their	  
significance	  in	  as	  a	  bridge	  between	  the	  music	  scene	  and	  art	  scenes	  of	  this	  period.	  
	  
	  
John	  Willsteed,	  Doctoral	  candidate,	  QUT	  
	   	  
Introduction	  
	  
Hello,	  I’m	  John	  Willsteed.	  I’m	  a	  musician	  and	  academic.	  I’ve	  also	  been,	  at	  times,	  a	  
sound	  editor	  and	  a	  graphic	  artist.	  And	  I	  have	  been,	  in	  the	  past,	  a	  maker	  of	  cassette	  
magazines.	  
My	  current	  research	  hovers	  around	  the	  life	  that	  can	  be	  drawn	  from	  things	  like	  this	  -­‐	  
things	  that	  were	  never	  meant	  to	  last,	  whose	  very	  essence	  was	  ephemeral.	  	  	  
	  
	  
The	  Cassette	  
	  
Compact	  cassettes	  were	  ubiquitous	  when	  I	  was	  young.	  A	  60s	  toy,	  re-­‐purposed	  as	  a	  
hi-­‐fidelity	  audio	  option	  in	  the	  late	  70s	  and	  a	  portable	  lifestyle	  delivery	  tool	  in	  the	  80s.	  
Then	  –	  gone!	  
	  
In	  the	  mid-­‐70s,	  it	  was	  common	  in	  my	  world,	  here	  in	  the	  suburbs	  of	  Brisbane,	  to	  buy	  
mail-­‐order	  records	  from	  the	  World	  Record	  Club,	  press	  record	  on	  the	  deck	  loaded	  
with	  its	  fresh	  blank	  C90,	  and	  then	  return	  them	  at	  no	  cost	  -­‐	  primitive	  piracy.	  In	  fact,	  in	  
1980	  Bow	  Wow	  Wow’s	  	  C30.C60.C90	  had	  a	  blank	  side	  –	  an	  invitation	  to	  sin!	  
It	  was	  all	  too	  much	  for	  the	  poverty-­‐stricken	  recording	  industry.	  
	  
And	  as	  an	  affordable,	  accessible	  tool	  for	  creativity,	  sharing	  and	  social	  cohesion,	  
cassettes	  had	  no	  parallel	  until	  the	  explosion	  of	  file-­‐sharing	  in	  the	  late	  90s.	  	  Ernie	  
Althoff	  describes	  them	  as	  “well	  developed,	  inexpensive	  and	  well	  integrated	  into	  
ordinary,	  non-­‐academic,	  society	  .	  .	  .	  “.	  They	  fit	  “.	  .	  .	  comfortably	  into	  a	  sociopolitical,	  
music-­‐making	  framework.”	  (Althoff	  2002)	  
	  
The	  portable	  cassette	  recorder	  -­‐	  this	  Marantz	  was	  popular	  -­‐	  enabled	  music	  making,	  
field	  recording,	  and	  recording	  from	  other	  media	  and	  was	  used	  as	  a	  playback	  device	  
in	  live	  music	  performances.	  
	  
So	  blank	  cassettes	  made	  recording	  and	  sharing	  possible,	  and	  accessible	  recorders	  
made	  creative	  experiments	  possible.	  Cassette	  duplication,	  both	  domestic	  and	  
commercial,	  was	  much	  cheaper	  than	  vinyl	  and	  could	  be	  done	  easily	  and	  locally.	  In	  
mid	  1981,	  my	  band	  at	  the	  time,	  Xiro,	  released	  one	  cassette	  a	  week	  for	  two	  weeks	  to	  
a	  fairly	  indifferent	  audience.	  But	  it	  went	  into	  the	  shops	  and	  was	  available	  by	  mail	  
order.	  We	  had	  a	  product	  in	  the	  marketplace.	  It	  was	  played	  on	  obscure	  radio,	  and	  
sounded	  like	  this:	  
	  
	  
The	  Fanzine	  
	  
Inspired	  by	  the	  vitality	  and	  diversity	  of	  the	  music	  that	  was	  arriving	  in	  the	  import	  
record	  stores	  like	  Rockinghorse	  and	  Discreet	  -­‐	  as	  well	  as	  the	  thoughtful	  critiquing	  of	  
the	  scene,	  the	  music	  and	  the	  times	  by	  writers	  like	  Lester	  Bangs	  and	  Paul	  Morley	  and	  
Nick	  Kent	  -­‐	  Brisbane	  fanzines	  started	  to	  appear.	  
	  
As	  an	  architecture	  student	  at	  QIT	  in	  1975,	  quiet	  and	  shy,	  and	  leaning	  into	  my	  
hippyness,	  I	  was	  intrigued	  by	  one	  of	  my	  fellow	  students.	  He	  wore	  shades	  and	  dark	  
clothes	  –	  he	  had	  a	  look	  –	  I	  wasn’t,	  at	  the	  time,	  aware	  of	  the	  significance	  of	  this	  look,	  
but	  now	  I	  would	  say	  “Velvet	  Underground”	  without	  hesitation.	  His	  name	  was	  Clinton	  
Searle	  Walker	  and	  in	  1977	  he	  created,	  with	  Andrew	  McMillen,	  Australia’s	  first	  punk	  
fanzine	  -­‐	  Suicide	  Alley.	  This	  was	  followed	  the	  same	  year	  by	  Walker	  and	  Bruce	  Milne’s	  
Pulp.	  They	  were	  following	  the	  same	  basic	  principles	  as	  proposed	  by	  Sniffin’	  Glue.	  
Though	  I	  would	  suggest	  that	  you	  only	  need	  these	  two	  –	  that	  E	  makes	  it	  all	  prog.	  
	  
Two	  children	  of	  these	  fanzine-­‐makers	  were	  Graham	  Aisthorpe	  and	  Ian	  Gray.	  	  
	  
Graham,	  after	  editing	  the	  QIT	  student	  newspaper	  and	  writing	  for	  the	  southern	  music	  
press	  (Roadrunner	  and	  Ram)	  had	  decided	  to	  start	  his	  own	  commercial	  music	  tabloid.	  
Not	  really	  a	  fanzine,	  it	  launched	  in	  79	  and	  lasted	  only	  three	  issues,	  but	  was	  a	  strong	  
contributor	  to	  the	  Brisbane	  underground’s	  image	  of	  itself.	  
	  
Law	  student	  Ian	  Gray’s	  x-­‐change	  was	  born	  of	  his	  desire	  to	  write	  and	  his	  love	  of	  music	  
criticism.	  These	  five	  issues	  covered	  a	  lot	  of	  territory	  and	  supplied	  thoughtful	  
responses	  to	  the	  rapid	  changes	  in	  the	  scene.	  Local	  artists	  were	  commissioned	  to	  
supply	  covers	  and	  illustrations,	  including	  some	  dodgy	  cartoons	  by	  me.	  
	  
One	  punk	  fanzine	  to	  which	  I	  occasionally	  contributed	  was	  Maggot	  Death,	  which	  
started	  in	  1982	  and	  kept	  those	  stockists	  on	  their	  toes:	  23c	  with	  a	  smile	  and	  57c	  
without!	  
	  
While	  this	  was	  happening	  in	  Brisbane,	  we	  were	  aware	  -­‐	  as	  much	  as	  one	  was	  able	  to	  
be	  aware	  in	  a	  pre-­‐internet	  world	  –	  of	  smaller	  format	  mags	  being	  produced	  
elsewhere	  in	  Australia	  and	  internationally.	  	  	  
	  
Olympia,	  Washington,	  for	  instance,	  was	  the	  home	  of	  the	  Lost	  Music	  Network,	  who	  
produced	  26	  issues	  of	  OP	  Magazine	  from	  1979	  to	  84,	  and	  gave	  a	  lot	  of	  space	  to	  
cassette	  artists,	  experimental	  music	  and	  writings	  by	  musicians.	  It	  was	  a	  small	  format	  
mag,	  mostly	  forgotten	  now,	  though	  two	  of	  its	  children	  were	  Calvin	  Johnson	  who	  
founded	  K	  Records	  in	  Olympia,	  the	  home	  of	  Beck	  and	  Modest	  Mouse	  and	  
innumerable	  cassette	  releases,	  as	  well	  as	  Bruce	  Pavitt	  who	  started	  Subterranean	  Pop	  
fanzine,	  which	  became	  a	  record	  lable	  of	  some	  renown	  in	  Seattle.	  
	  
Legitimacy	  arrives	  slowly,	  but	  never	  leaves.	  	  
	  
	  
Mail/Art/Mags	  
	  
In	  1978	  I	  abandoned	  my	  hair	  and	  threw	  myself	  into	  the	  (by	  now)	  post-­‐punk	  scene	  in	  
Brisbane.	  The	  first	  magazine	  to	  come	  out	  of	  this	  immersion	  was	  DK.	  It	  was	  a	  
monochrome	  	  A4	  magazine,	  20	  pages	  of	  photopied	  fun,	  and	  delivered	  by	  Austraila	  
Post	  to	  those	  people	  on	  our	  mail-­‐art	  list	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  1979.	  Mail-­‐art	  –	  the	  graphic	  
playpen	  of	  the	  unemployed.	  	  
	  
In	  1979,	  this	  had	  arrived	  in	  the	  mail,	  from	  our	  friend	  Damien,	  who	  had	  disappeared	  
to	  London.	  The	  Birmingham	  Arts	  Lab	  and	  its	  imprint	  Ar-­‐Zak	  Microcomix	  had	  released	  
a	  couple	  of	  Damien’s	  books.	  And	  just	  as	  the	  import	  record	  stores	  were	  the	  conduits	  
for	  new	  musical	  ideas,	  so	  European	  and	  US	  graphics	  magazines	  and	  comics	  had	  a	  
profound	  influence	  on	  the	  Brisbane	  underground	  cultural	  scene.	  Raw	  Magazine,	  
Metal	  Hurlant,	  Zippy	  and	  looking	  back	  to	  Little	  Nemo	  and	  Krazy	  Kat	  –	  all	  bound	  
together	  into	  a	  Bible	  of	  dreams.	  
	  
Dekay	  spawned	  a	  number	  of	  extra	  issues	  over	  the	  next	  couple	  of	  years,	  exorting	  any	  
and	  all	  to	  join	  in	  and	  try	  it:	  scribble,	  bend,	  fold,	  staple,	  stick,	  stamp,	  post.	  
	  
	  
	  
Cassette	  -­‐	  Fanzines	  	  
	  
Back	  in	  the	  early	  80s,	  Xero	  received	  its	  first	  fan	  letter.	  A	  schoolboy	  from	  Adelaide,	  
who	  had	  purchased	  our	  tapes,	  and	  was	  sending	  us	  seven	  dollars	  in	  cash.	  “Go	  out	  and	  
by	  yourself	  a	  meal!”	  was	  his	  suggestion!	  What	  a	  generous	  boy.	  Simon	  Butcher	  went	  
on	  to	  produce	  Public	  Eye,	  an	  A5	  cassette	  fanzine	  that	  did	  what	  fanzines	  do:	  reviewed	  
new	  releases	  and	  live	  shows,	  talked	  about	  local	  bands	  and	  venues,	  carried	  local	  
advertising	  and	  promoted	  similar	  products.	  	  
	  
While	  Butcher	  was	  producing	  Public	  Eye,	  Peter	  Macpherson	  was	  building	  a	  
cubbyhouse.	  This	  collective	  put	  out	  mags	  and	  cassettes,	  recorded	  bands,	  ran	  gigs	  
and	  made	  movies.	  They	  were	  chaotic,	  but	  prolific.	  The	  music	  had	  a	  strong	  DIY	  ethos.	  
Here’s	  a	  bit:	  
	  
	  
Influenced	  by	  Ian	  Gray’s	  x-­‐change,	  Ratsack	  launched	  in	  1983.	  It	  was	  a	  moveable	  
feast,	  changing	  formats	  and	  styles.	  There	  were	  cassettes,	  live	  gigs,	  art	  happenings,	  
and	  lots	  of	  energetic	  analytical	  examinations	  of	  the	  scene.	  It	  was	  political	  and	  to	  the	  
point.	  	  	  	  
	  
	  
Cassette-­‐Magazine	  	  
	  
A	  conundrum:	  does	  the	  book	  accompany	  the	  music,	  or	  is	  it	  vice	  versa?	  
	  
Adriano	  Spatola	  created	  Baobab	  in	  1979.	  A	  sound	  poetry	  mag	  with	  a	  tape	  in	  a	  really	  
neat	  cardboard	  box	  crafted.	  Even	  though	  I	  don’t	  recall	  ever	  seeing	  it,	  it	  strikes	  a	  
chord.	  This	  was	  not	  a	  fanzine,	  not	  a	  sampler	  of	  bands.	  It	  was	  fun	  and	  echoed	  the	  
mail-­‐art	  sensibilities	  that	  we	  inherited	  from	  those	  interdisciplinary	  fluxus	  artists	  back	  
in	  the	  60s.	  
	  
	  
We	  wanted	  to	  make	  something	  a	  bit	  neater,	  more	  substantial,	  representative	  of	  all	  
our	  little	  group,	  and	  most	  importantly,	  really	  neat.	  
	  
We	  certainly	  were	  aware	  of	  FastForward.	  	  
	  
Xero	  had	  contributed	  a	  track	  and	  an	  interview	  in	  one	  of	  the	  issues,	  and	  we	  were,	  like	  
everyone,	  in	  awe	  of	  the	  thing.	  It	  was	  classy	  and	  substantial.	  It	  contained	  music	  and	  
interviews	  and	  spoken	  word	  pieces,	  demos	  and	  crosswords	  and	  ads.	  Like	  a	  radio	  
show	  delivered	  to	  your	  door,	  but	  wait!	  There’s	  more!	  It	  was	  a	  real	  sub-­‐cultural	  
magazine,	  thoughtfully	  and	  artfully	  produced	  by	  Bruce	  Milne	  and	  Andrew	  Maine	  
with	  innovative	  artwork	  and	  packaging	  by	  designer	  Michael	  Trudgeon.	  
	  
NMA	  (New	  Music	  Articles)	  was	  developed	  by	  Richard	  Vella	  and	  Rainer	  Linz	  in	  order	  
to	  provide	  a	  platform	  for	  the	  dissemination	  of	  and	  discussion	  about	  new	  music,	  and	  
was	  reflected	  in	  the	  contents	  of	  the	  accompanying	  cassette	  tapes.	  It	  was	  stylish	  and	  
neat,	  launched	  in	  1982	  and	  published	  yearly	  for	  a	  decade.	  
	  
It	  was	  the	  love	  of	  both	  visual	  art/comix/graphics	  and	  music	  that	  led	  us	  to	  create	  the	  
ZIP	  packages.	  We	  were	  a	  group	  of	  people	  with	  varied	  skills	  who	  wanted	  to	  extend	  
our	  practice	  and	  learn	  from	  each	  other.	  	  The	  success	  of	  this	  cross-­‐disciplinary	  
collaboration	  was	  acknowledged	  by	  the	  Australia	  Council	  when	  we	  received	  funding	  
for	  our	  last,	  largest	  project.	  
	  
But,	  honestly,	  most	  of	  all	  we	  wanted	  it	  to	  be	  fun.	  We	  enjoyed	  one	  another’s	  
company,	  for	  these	  few	  years	  at	  least,	  and	  it	  felt	  strongly	  that	  we	  were	  doing	  
something	  new.	  The	  responses	  from	  people	  who	  consumed	  the	  packages	  were	  
universally	  positive.	  Chris	  and	  Cosey	  played	  the	  music	  from	  Zip	  to	  their	  kids	  as	  
lullabies.	  	  
	  
There’s	  no	  higher	  praise.	  
	  
Conclusion	  
	  
	   	  
Sources:	  
	  
http://messandnoise.com/features/4331535	  
http://www.punkjourney.com/fanzines.php	  
http://shamefilemusic.com/	  
http://dieordiy2.blogspot.com.au/	  
All	  Tellus	  images	  by	  Tellus	  archivist	  (talk)	  Licensed	  under	  CC	  BY	  3.0	  via	  Wikipedia	  	  
http://garystormsongs.com/punk-­‐and-­‐new-­‐music-­‐fanzines-­‐late-­‐1970s-­‐to-­‐early-­‐
1980s/	  
http://livingarchive.doncampau.com/	  
"C·∙30	  C·∙60	  C·∙90	  Go"	  by	  EMI	  Records	  -­‐	  
http://www.discogs.com/viewimages?release=2263338.	  Licensed	  under	  Public	  
Domain	  via	  Commons	  -­‐	  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:C%C2%B730_C%C2%B760_C%C2%B790_G
o.jpg#/media/File:C%C2%B730_C%C2%B760_C%C2%B790_Go.jpg	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
BIBLIOGRAPHY	  
	  
	  
Althoff,	  E.	  (2002).	  "	  Ferric-­‐oxide	  Archaeology	  ".	  Retrieved	  3/11/2015,	  2015,	  from	  
http://www.rainerlinz.net/NMA/articles/Ferric-­‐oxide.html.	  
	   	  
	  
